In vitro secretion of specific antimitochondrial antibodies in primary biliary cirrhosis.
Antimitochondrial antibodies are present in the serum of virtually all patients with primary biliary cirrhosis. They have a well-defined antigen reactivity that is diagnostic for the disease. The role of these autoantibodies in the disease process remains to be defined. In this study we show that antimitochondrial antibodies can be produced in vitro by peripheral blood lymphocytes, that the cells producing antimitochondrial antibodies are present in the peripheral blood in a high frequency and seem to be maximally activated. Stimulation with pokeweed mitogen did not augment the in vitro production of antimitochondrial antibodies in patients nor did it induce the production of these antibodies by control lymphocytes. Thus, antimitochondrial antibodies are not simply an expression of polyclonal B-cell stimulation. The high frequency of maximally activated B-cells producing antimitochondrial antibodies suggests active antigenic stimulation.